
Beaten, then silenced  

At the oldest U.S. reform school for boys, leaders of the prestigious Glen Mills Schools in Pennsylvania 

have hidden a long history of violence. 

by Lisa Gartner, Updated: February 20, 2019   

 

The drive from Philadelphia winds southwest on the interstate, the city blocks giving way to wooded 

hills, the clock tower at the Glen Mills Schools finally coming into view. Every week, the mother drove 

the hour to visit her son at the school for delinquent boys. 

Founded in 1826, Glen Mills is the oldest existing school of its kind in the country, with a reputation akin 

to the Harvard of reform schools. Boys are sent to the Delaware County campus from California, Texas, 

New York, and Ohio, and its top-tier athletic program yields NFL recruits. With its redbrick buildings and 

neatly trimmed quad, Glen Mills looks more like an elite prep school than a program for court-ordered 

boys. 

 

DAVID SWANSON / Staff Photographer  

Founded in 1826 as the Philadelphia House of Refuge, Glen Mills is the oldest school for delinquent boys 

in the country, set on nearly 800 acres of rolling hills in Delaware County.  

.ǳǘ ǾƛǎƛǘƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ǎƻƴ ƻƴŜ Řŀȅ ƛƴ нлмтΣ ǘƘŜ ōƻȅΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ƪƴŜǿ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ǿǊƻƴƎΦ Iƛs 

eyes were red and unfocused. He seemed dazed and had an ugly knot on the back of his head. The 

teenager insisted everything was fine. 

https://www.inquirer.com/author/gartner_lisa/


ά5ƻƴΩǘ ƭƛŜ ǘƻ ƳŜΣέ ǎƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΦ IŜ ǊŜƭǳŎǘŀƴǘƭȅ ǘƻƭŘ ƘŜǊΥ ! DƭŜƴ aƛƭƭǎ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƻǊ ƘŀŘ ǇƛŎƪŜŘ ƘƛƳ ǳǇ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǊƻǿƴ 

him on his head, knocking him unconscious for several minutes. Another student had had to shake the 

teenager awake. The counselor was punishing him, the 16-year-old told his mother, for mouthing off. 

>>UPDATE: More than 80 boys to leave Glen Mills after Inquirer investigation of abuse 

She began to scream at every staffer she could find. Their response, she says, was that they could report 

the abuse to the state Department of Human Services τ but if they did, her son would likely go to a less 

desirable placement than Glen Mills, one where he could no longer play ǎǇƻǊǘǎΦ ά¢ƘŜȅ ōŀǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƎŀǾŜ ƳŜ 

ŀƴ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘǳƳΣέ ǎƘŜ ǎŀȅǎΦ άLǘ ǿŀǎ Ψ5ƻ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭΣ ƻǊ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘǊƻǿ ƛǘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƎΚΩ έ 

Serious violence is both an everyday occurrence and an open secret at Glen Mills, and has been for 

decades, an Inquirer investigation has found. Internal documents, court records, incident reports, and 

more than 40 interviews with students, staff, and others show top leaders turn a blind eye to the 

beatings and insulate themselves from reporǘǎ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŦŀƛƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǇŜǊƭȅ ǾŜǘ ƻǊ ǘǊŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ 

counselors. 

When students and their families try to report these attacks, the Inquirer found, Glen Mills staff uses the 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ǇǊŜǎǘƛƎŜ ŀǎ ŀ ǿŜŀǇƻƴΥ ¢ƘŜȅ ǎŀȅ DƭŜƴ aƛƭƭǎ ƛǎ ŀǎ ƎƻƻŘ ŀǎ ƛǘ ƎŜǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀt if students complain, 

ǘƘŜȅΩƭƭ ōŜ ǎƘƛǇǇŜŘ ƻŦŦ ǘƻ ŀ ǎǘŀǘŜ-run facility crowded with boys who are mentally ill or have committed 

sex offenses. 

άLΩǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘǊƻǿƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŘƻƻǊǎΣ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƳƻǾƛŜΦέ 

James Johnson, former Glen Mills student and counselor 

To keep teens quiet, counselors and supervisors threaten the boys with longer sentences, claiming that 

if they went to another placement, their time would restart. Other Glen Mills staffers have hidden 

students until their bruises disappear. 

ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƪƛŘǎ ǿƘƻ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŎƻƳŜ ƘƻƳŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ŀōǳǎŜŘΣέ ǎŀƛŘ WŀƳŜǎ WƻƘƴǎƻƴΣ ŀ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ 

Glen Mills student who went on to become a counselor τ then quit in 2015 over what was happening 

ǘƻ ōƻȅǎΦ άLΩǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘǊƻǿƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŘƻƻǊǎΣ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƳƻǾƛŜΦέ 

https://www.philly.com/news/glen-mills-schools-pa-abuse-philadelphia-michigan-texas-california-remove-students-investigation-20190227.html


 

Julia Rendleman  

James Johnson, a former Glen Mills student turned counselor, says he quit in 2015 after his colleagues 

beat a boy to the point that his eye was nearly out of the socket. Johnson said the counselors confined 

the boy to his room until his injuries healed.  

Over the course of several weeks, Glen Mills executive director Randy Ireson repeatedly declined to be 

interviewed for this story through a spokesperson at Brian Communications. (The public-relations firm is 

owned by Brian Tierney, who is a board member of ǘƘŜ LƴǉǳƛǊŜǊΩǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΣ tƘƛƭŀŘŜƭǇƘƛŀ aŜŘƛŀ 

Network.) 

Nevertheless, the newspaper, as a courtesy, provided Ireson with a comprehensive memo disclosing the 

ǎǘƻǊȅΩǎ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƻƴ CŜōΦ ммΦ hƴ CŜōΦ мрΣ Glen Mills announced the formation of a special task force 

ŎƻƳǇƻǎŜŘ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΣ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΣ ǎǘŀŦŦΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŜȄǇŜǊǘǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘ άŀƴ ƛƴ-depth review into 

ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ƻŦ ƳƛǎŎƻƴŘǳŎǘέ ŀƴŘ άƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΦϦ 

ά²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎhest quality services to at-Ǌƛǎƪ ȅƻǳǘƘ ǿƘƻ ǿŜ ǎŜǊǾŜΣέ ǎŀƛŘ 

LǊŜǎƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿǎ ǊŜƭŜŀǎŜΦ ά²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ŀǎƪŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ŀ ŦǊŀƴƪ ŀƴŘ ŎŀƴŘƛŘ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘΦέ 

Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ LǊŜǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ǎǘŀŦŦ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ tƘƛƭŀŘŜƭǇƘƛŀΩǎ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ IǳƳŀƴ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ 

άŎƻǊǊŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ Ǉƭŀƴέ ǇǊƻƳƛǎƛƴƎ ǎǿŜŜǇƛƴƎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƻ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ƘƛǊƛƴƎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀŦŦ 

training to school culture and student grievance procedures. 

https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/5743812-Glen-Mill-Schools-to-Assess-Misconduct.html


 

Alejandro A. Alvarez  

Randy Ireson became the executive director of the Glen Mills Schools in 2013. The former college 

football player started as a counselor in 1979.  



But local officials, after reading an earlier version of this story online Wednesday, said these promises 

ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘΦ tƘƛƭŀŘŜƭǇƘƛŀ ǿƛƭƭ ǊŜƳƻǾŜ ƛǘǎ рм ōƻȅǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ ŀǘ DƭŜƴ aƛƭƭǎΣ 5I{ ǎǇƻƪŜǎǇŜǊǎƻƴ IŜŀǘƘŜǊ 

Keafer told the Inquirer. 

The proŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōƻȅǎ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƛƭƭ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ŦŜǿ ǿŜŜƪǎΣ ŀǎ ŜŀŎƘ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŎŀǎŜ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ ōŜ 

ǊŜǾƛŜǿŜŘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭƭȅ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǘΣ ϦǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŘƻƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƳǳŎƘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΣέ 

Keafer said. 

Councilmember Kenyatta Johnson said Wednesday that Glen Mills needs a complete overhaul of 

ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇΤ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭƳŜƳōŜǊ IŜƭŜƴ DȅƳ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴΣ άǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ 

around the evidence of potential abuse, coverup, witness intimidation, and what criminal and civil laws 

may have ōŜŜƴ ōǊƻƪŜƴΦέ 

Although a privately run nonprofit, Glen Mills receives taxpayer money, including a tuition of $52,000 

per year for each boy from Philadelphia. In fiscal 2017, Ireson received $336,000 in total compensation 

from the school, which has annual revenues of around $40 million. 

{ǘŀǘŜ ƭŀǿ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƻǊǎ ŀǘ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŜŘ άǊŜǎǘǊŀƛƴǘ ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜǎέ ǘƻ ŎŀƭƳ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘ 

who is an immediate danger to himself or others. 

But the experiences of 21 current and former students and counselors, examined by the Inquirer, show 

ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƻǊǎ ǘƘǊƻǿ ǇǳƴŎƘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ōǊŜŀƪ ōƻȅǎΩ ōƻƴŜǎ ǘƻ ǇǳƴƛǎƘ ǘƘŜƳ ŦƻǊ ōǊŜŀƪƛƴƎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊǳƭŜǎΦ hƴŜ ōƻȅ 

said he was beaten and choked for running away. Another student suffered a broken jaw over a joke 

ŀōƻǳǘ ŀ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƻǊΩǎ ǎƛǎǘŜǊΦ 

¢ƘŜ ¦Φ{Φ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ WǳǎǘƛŎŜ Ƙŀǎ άan ongoing law enforcement proceedingέ ŀǘ DƭŜƴ aƛƭƭǎ {ŎƘƻƻƭǎΣ 

ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀƴ hŎǘƻōŜǊ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘΩǎ /ƛǾƛƭ wƛƎƘǘǎ 5ƛǾƛǎƛƻƴΦ 

Related stories 

 

¶ Glen Mills hit with federal lawsuit by former students alleging abuse  

¶ {ǘŀǘŜ ƻǊŘŜǊǎ ΨŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎȅ ǊŜƳƻǾŀƭΩ ƻŦ ǊŜƳŀƛƴƛƴƎ ōƻȅǎ ŀǘ DƭŜƴ aƛƭƭǎ {ŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŀōǳǎŜ 

revelations  

¶ Pennsylvania inspector general launches investigation on oversight of Glen Mills  

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ Ǿƛǎƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǊƻƻƳ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŀȅΣ ǘƘŜ ōƻȅΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŀǎ afraid that what the counselors told her 

was true τ if she reported the beating, as the school had failed to do, her son might end up somewhere 

worse. She said nothing. (The Inquirer agreed not to name the mother and son because he is still at Glen 

Mills.) 

She went to see him a few months later. The boy pulled off his sweatshirt. His arms were black with 

bruises. The skin on his back was missing in patches. 

More violence, he explained, from his counselors at Glen Mills. 

A hidden history  

https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/organizations/236437695/201821349349302312/IRS990
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/5743579-DOJ-FOIA-Glen-Mills-Schools-Investigation.html
https://www.inquirer.com/news/glen-mills-schools-lawsuit-abuse-pennsylvania-20190328.html
https://www.inquirer.com/news/glen-mills-schools-boys-removed-pennsylvania-dhs-20190325.html
https://www.inquirer.com/news/glen-mills-schools-boys-removed-pennsylvania-dhs-20190325.html
https://www.inquirer.com/news/glen-mills-schools-abuse-investigation-inspector-general-pennsylvania-dhs-20190319.html


Glen Mills Schools has been promising to stop beating boys for at least two decades. 

¢ƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀǎ ƛǘ ŜȄƛǎǘǎ ǘƻŘŀȅ ǎǘŀǊǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ /Φ5Φ CŜǊǊŀƛƴƻƭŀΣ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƛƴ ƴŜǿǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ŀǎ άƘƻǘ-ǘŜƳǇŜǊŜŘέ 

ŀƴŘ άŎƛƎŀǊ-ŎƘƻƳǇƛƴƎΦέ CŜǊǊŀƛƴƻƭŀ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ ƻŦ DƭŜƴ aƛƭƭǎ ƛƴ мфтр ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀȅŜŘ put through 

2007. Originally named the Philadelphia House of Refuge, the modest school of fewer than 100 boys 

grew in size and reputation under his watch. 

CŜǊǊŀƛƴƻƭŀΩǎ ƘŀƭƭƳŀǊƪΥ ŀ ǇŜŜǊ-pressure model, in which boys informed on one another. Any failure to do 

so would make the boy just as guilty as the one doing wrong. To this day, reporting on their fellow 

ŎƭŀǎǎƳŀǘŜǎ ŜŀǊƴǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ άǎǘŀǘǳǎΣϦ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ƳƻǾŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŎŀƳǇǳǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŀŘǳƭǘ ǎǳǇŜǊǾƛǎƛƻƴ 

and enjoy privileges like home passes and the chance to compete on sports teams. 

 

St. Petersburg Times  

C.D. Ferrainola, executive director from 1975 through 2007, built Glen Mills into an athletics 

powerhouse with booming enrollment. Records show he tried to keep state police from interviewing 

students about abuse complaints at the school.  

Neat lines of well-behaved boys charmed the delegations from Florida, Colorado, and Rhode Island that 

ǘƻǳǊŜŘ DƭŜƴ aƛƭƭǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мффлǎΦ άL ŎŀƴΩǘ ǿŀƛǘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ aƛŀƳƛ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ L Ŏŀƴ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎŜ 5ŀŘŜ 

County to adopt this program so that we might save a whole generation of children," said one school 

board member. 

DƭŜƴ aƛƭƭǎΩ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ōƻŘȅ ǎǿŜƭƭŜŘ ǘƻ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ мΣллл ŀǎ ōƻȅǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƭƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ 

western and central Europe, began to enroll. They were diminutive next to the towering power-lifters 



and ex-quarteǊōŀŎƪǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƻƳ CŜǊǊŀƛƴƻƭŀ ǎǘŀŦŦŜŘ DƭŜƴ aƛƭƭǎΦ IŜ ǎŀƛŘ ƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŎŀǊŜ ƳǳŎƘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘƻ 

majored in what in college; he liked to belittle social workers. 

About 85 percent of the counselors he hired were former athletes. Lessons in hard work and teamwork, 

Ferrainola said, were more useful than counseling or family outreach. 

Randy Ireson, the current executive director of Glen Mills, was an early Ferrainola hire. He started as a 

counselor in 1979, the same year he graduated from West Chester University, where he was a star 

defensive tackle on its football team. 

Instead of social services, Glen Mills invested in campus athletics. Ferrainola built state-of-the-art 

facilities and stadiums; in 1999, he broke ground on an 18-hole public golf course next to Glen Mills, 

saying it would provide students with workforce-training opportunities, while profits went to college 

scholarships. 

 

DAVID SWANSON / Staff Photographer  

A green at the Golf Course at Glen Mills.  

ά¸ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŜǊŜΚέ CŜǊǊŀƛƴƻƭŀ ƻƴŎŜ ōƻŀǎǘŜŘΣ ǿŀǾƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ŎƛƎŀǊΦ ά¸ƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǇǊŜǇ 

school for the kƛŘǎ ƻŦ ǊƛŎƘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΦέ 

Officials from Florida to Germany began making plans to build their own campuses based on the Glen 

Mills model, and locally, applause for the school grew deafening. 

But the Inquirer found a hidden history of abuse. 


